1. Introduction {#sec1-ijerph-17-02416}
===============

Considering Western culture and its orientation toward appearance, young girls and women are susceptible to the desire to be thin so they would achieve an ideal body shape \[[@B1-ijerph-17-02416],[@B2-ijerph-17-02416]\]. According to the Tripartite Influence Model \[[@B3-ijerph-17-02416]\], women internalize idealized thin body shapes from the media, which includes traditional mass media and the internet, including health-oriented websites. Exposure to thin-ideal content can have a negative impact on women because it is associated with their drive for thinness and eating disturbances \[[@B4-ijerph-17-02416],[@B5-ijerph-17-02416]\].

In this study, we focus on the drive for thinness, which is motivation for a thin or thinner body and the desire to lose weight \[[@B1-ijerph-17-02416],[@B6-ijerph-17-02416]\]. It is considered a risk factor for well-being because it is associated with decreased psychological health and the later development of anorexia and bulimia nervosa \[[@B7-ijerph-17-02416],[@B8-ijerph-17-02416]\]. Because of its potential harm, it is crucial to understand the factors that are associated with the drive for thinness. Although previous studies investigated the role of the media in relation to the drive for thinness \[[@B1-ijerph-17-02416],[@B5-ijerph-17-02416],[@B9-ijerph-17-02416]\], there is a lack of evidence for health-oriented websites and the role they play in promoting weight loss. We intend to contribute to this area by focusing on these types of websites within the theoretical framework of the Tripartite Influence Model \[[@B3-ijerph-17-02416]\]. Moreover, our aim is to enrich this model, which posits socio-cultural influences on eating disturbances, by including the role of the individual factors associated with the drive for thinness. Specifically, we examine the role of these websites for the perceived online social support, neuroticism, and internalization, and their direct and indirect effects on the drive for thinness.

As a result, our aim is to extend the knowledge about the role of health-related websites in the development of eating disorders by showing how and for whom these online spaces pose a risk. Based on our conclusions, we propose recommendations for prevention and intervention efforts.

1.1. Drive for Thinness and Health-Oriented Websites {#sec1dot1-ijerph-17-02416}
----------------------------------------------------

The drive for thinness is a motivational orientation toward having a thin or thinner body and a desire to lose weight \[[@B1-ijerph-17-02416],[@B6-ijerph-17-02416]\]. It emerges as a motivated behavior in order to reduce body-related discontent \[[@B10-ijerph-17-02416]\], which is manifested by eating restraint and a preoccupation with body shape and weight \[[@B11-ijerph-17-02416]\]. It is considered a risk factor to women's health because it is associated with decreased psychological well-being, like body dissatisfaction \[[@B10-ijerph-17-02416]\], body-related anxiety \[[@B12-ijerph-17-02416]\], lower self-esteem \[[@B8-ijerph-17-02416]\], or perceived stress \[[@B13-ijerph-17-02416]\]. Moreover, the drive for thinness is one of the diagnostic criteria for anorexia and bulimia nervosa, and it is associated with the later development of both \[[@B7-ijerph-17-02416],[@B8-ijerph-17-02416],[@B11-ijerph-17-02416]\]. The ideal of thinness \[[@B1-ijerph-17-02416]\], the drive for thinness, and related eating disorders are more prevalent in women than in men \[[@B14-ijerph-17-02416]\]. Therefore, we focused the study on women.

Considering the potential detrimental effects, it is important to understand the factors which exacerbate the drive for thinness. According to the Tripartite Influence Model \[[@B3-ijerph-17-02416]\], there are three main influences on disordered eating: parents, peers, and the media. The role of the media has been highly debated in relation to disordered eating. In the past two decades, substantial attention has been given to the role of new technologies, such as social networking sites, eating- and exercise-related websites, personal blogs with pro-eating disorder content, and various health-related discussion forums \[[@B15-ijerph-17-02416]\]. We focus on websites related to weight loss, nutrition, and exercise. These websites act as important sources for general online information related to nutrition, fitness, weight loss, and a healthy lifestyle. There are plenty of websites that address these topics, including personal blogs, informational websites for particular health-related themes, discussion forums, and social-networking groups \[[@B16-ijerph-17-02416],[@B17-ijerph-17-02416]\]. Websites can be focused on weight loss, body shaping, healthy lifestyle, eating, dieting, nutrition plans for specific illnesses, recipes, and exercising \[[@B15-ijerph-17-02416],[@B18-ijerph-17-02416],[@B19-ijerph-17-02416]\]. Visitors may go through content, read articles, make and read comments, and obtain advice and inspiration. Moreover, websites can serve as a social environment where people interact with messages, comments, and evaluations, and they are places where people can receive support from other visitors \[[@B20-ijerph-17-02416],[@B21-ijerph-17-02416],[@B22-ijerph-17-02416]\].

However, these websites can have a negative impact on women because they display content that is associated with the drive for thinness, body dissatisfaction, and eating disturbances \[[@B4-ijerph-17-02416],[@B5-ijerph-17-02416],[@B23-ijerph-17-02416],[@B24-ijerph-17-02416]\]. Specifically, some of these websites display pro-ED (pro-eating disorder) content that suggests that maintaining an eating disorder is a positive lifestyle choice \[[@B25-ijerph-17-02416]\]. They also contain positive comments about being thin, guilt-inducing messages related to food, stigmatization about weight, and expressions of negativity about being fat or overweight. They include content related to dieting and eating restraint, and the promotion of a thin-ideal appearance \[[@B18-ijerph-17-02416],[@B26-ijerph-17-02416]\]. This appearance-oriented content can have a negative effect on women through the maintenance of weight- and appearance-related concerns \[[@B27-ijerph-17-02416]\].

The current study focuses on young female visitors of health-oriented websites in the Czech Republic. According to the data from Eurostat \[[@B28-ijerph-17-02416]\], 54% of Czech women aged 16 to 29 searched for online health-related information in 2016, which is the year when the data for our study was collected. The European average during that time was 60% of young women. Concerning the general usage of the internet, 95% of Czech women aged 16 to 29 stated that they used the internet in the preceding three months in 2016, whereas the European average was 96% \[[@B29-ijerph-17-02416]\]. This means that the usage of the internet and the online health seeking behavior among Czech women is similar as in other European countries.

1.2. Internalization {#sec1dot2-ijerph-17-02416}
--------------------

The negative effect of the exposure to the appearance-related online content can be explained with the Tripartite Influence Model, which suggests that the link between exposure to media ideals and eating disorders is not direct. It proposes that internalization of the appearance ideals serves as a mediating factor interfering association between media effect and disordered eating \[[@B30-ijerph-17-02416]\]. Media impact on disordered eating via internalization, as proposed by Tripartite Influence Model, was examined and supported by previous studies \[[@B31-ijerph-17-02416],[@B32-ijerph-17-02416],[@B33-ijerph-17-02416],[@B34-ijerph-17-02416],[@B35-ijerph-17-02416]\]. In the context of developing and maintaining eating disturbances, internalization is the process of adopting socially and culturally defined norms about body shape, which are commonly maintained as body ideals in everyday social interactions and in the media. By internalizing these ideals, one's conception of self could be affected because the ideals can come to represent personal standards against which one could appraise self and others \[[@B34-ijerph-17-02416]\]. Since the idealized appearance depicted by the media does not always correspond with one's real body shape, inconsistencies can emerge between the internalized norm and the actual body. Internalized ideals and perceived discrepancies can lead to consideration about how to obtain this ideal body \[[@B1-ijerph-17-02416]\]. This in turn results in disordered eating.

Several studies investigated specifically drive for thinness and how it is related to internalized appearance ideals in adolescent girls and young adult women. Internalization is a significant factor associated with the drive for thinness in both categories \[[@B1-ijerph-17-02416],[@B8-ijerph-17-02416],[@B15-ijerph-17-02416],[@B35-ijerph-17-02416],[@B36-ijerph-17-02416]\]. Moreover, the mediational role of internalization in the association between media exposure and the drive for thinness was supported \[[@B15-ijerph-17-02416],[@B35-ijerph-17-02416]\]. However, less attention has been given to the individual factors which may be salient in this process and help explain who is susceptible to internalize media content. Therefore, in this study, we focus on two factors: online social support and neuroticism.

1.3. Online Social Support {#sec1dot3-ijerph-17-02416}
--------------------------

Research has shown that seeking support from others is a frequent motivation for using health-oriented websites and participating in health-related online groups \[[@B37-ijerph-17-02416],[@B38-ijerph-17-02416],[@B39-ijerph-17-02416]\]. The online space offers various ways to get in touch with others, so there are also diverse ways to seek help and receive support. Social support, which in this context is mostly provided as emotional support, is expressed through emotions, empathy, and as informational support, like sharing knowledge regarding eating or fitness activities \[[@B21-ijerph-17-02416],[@B40-ijerph-17-02416]\].

Online social support has been investigated as an important factor among people who struggle with eating disorders. For instance, women who engaged in an internet weight loss community mentioned encouragement, motivation, information, and shared experiences as significant resources. They appreciated the accessibility, the anonymity, and the non-judgmental interactions as unique characteristics of internet-mediated support \[[@B21-ijerph-17-02416]\]. Moreover, examinations of ED discussion forums and ED-oriented support groups have revealed that these online sites provide relevant information, emotional support, personal disclosure, help, friendship, peer support, and a safe space to ventilate feelings \[[@B20-ijerph-17-02416],[@B22-ijerph-17-02416],[@B39-ijerph-17-02416],[@B41-ijerph-17-02416]\].

Though receiving social support is, in many occasions, a very beneficial process, we also examine its potential for the reinforcement of the drive for thinness via increased internalization. This process can be described with two theories: Social Identity Theory, which refers to an individual's knowledge of belonging and the perceived emotional and value significance of group membership \[[@B42-ijerph-17-02416]\]; and the Self-Categorization Theory \[[@B43-ijerph-17-02416],[@B44-ijerph-17-02416]\], which depicts how membership in social groups affects an individual's behavior. Social identity refers to an individual's knowledge of belonging and perceived emotional and value significance of group membership \[[@B42-ijerph-17-02416]\]. Social identity can act as the basis for both giving and receiving social support. Perceived social support can additionally promote the sense of shared identity and the subjective importance of one's group membership \[[@B19-ijerph-17-02416],[@B42-ijerph-17-02416],[@B45-ijerph-17-02416],[@B46-ijerph-17-02416]\]. Subsequently, social identity and group membership are associated with the internalization of group norms. The norms and attitudes shared within the group are internalized as personal standards and the individuals act accordingly \[[@B47-ijerph-17-02416]\]. On websites related to weight loss, nutrition, and exercise, users share body-appearance standards, which are demonstrated by the website content, and have discussions about ideal appearance and figure \[[@B18-ijerph-17-02416]\]. With these shared interests, the goals, the mutual interaction, and the social support that are exchanged among visitors, the websites have a social character. Thus, consistent with the Social Identity Theory approach, the perceived social support from the health-oriented websites can promote a sense of shared social identity and the perception of salience within the website group membership. Consequently, norms and standards regarding body appearance can be internalized even more.

1.4. Neuroticism {#sec1dot4-ijerph-17-02416}
----------------

Neuroticism is defined in terms of the inclination to emotional reactivity, instability, perceived anxiety, and high vulnerability when coping with stress \[[@B33-ijerph-17-02416],[@B48-ijerph-17-02416],[@B49-ijerph-17-02416]\]. Individuals who are high in neuroticism are excitable, easily upset, and prone to experiences that are unpleasant \[[@B50-ijerph-17-02416]\]. They are also more sensitive to criticism; they experience higher levels of rejection; and they have lower self-esteem \[[@B51-ijerph-17-02416]\]. In prior research, neuroticism has been connected to the increased drive for thinness in women \[[@B52-ijerph-17-02416],[@B53-ijerph-17-02416]\], to heightened food and body preoccupation \[[@B54-ijerph-17-02416]\], to body dissatisfaction \[[@B55-ijerph-17-02416]\], to the self-regulation of eating attitudes (e.g., food temptation) \[[@B56-ijerph-17-02416]\], and even to eating disorder diagnosis \[[@B48-ijerph-17-02416],[@B57-ijerph-17-02416]\] and binge eating \[[@B58-ijerph-17-02416],[@B59-ijerph-17-02416]\]. According to Fischer, Schreyer, Coughlin, Redgrave, and Guarda \[[@B52-ijerph-17-02416]\], the facets of neuroticism, including irritability and difficulty with emotional regulation, are risk factors for developing an ED. Moreover, disordered eating is associated with neuroticism because it can serve as a coping mechanism with which neurotic individuals deal with negative feelings \[[@B58-ijerph-17-02416],[@B60-ijerph-17-02416]\].

In this study, we examine neuroticism as a risk factor for increased internalization, which can lead to a stronger drive for thinness. The link was proposed by Scoffier-Mériaux et al. \[[@B56-ijerph-17-02416]\], who hypothesized internalization as a mediator between neuroticism and unhealthy dieting behavior. This model was subsequently tested by Martin and Racine \[[@B49-ijerph-17-02416]\], who examined the mediating roles of thin and athletic-ideal internalization in association between neuroticism, body dissatisfaction, and compulsive exercise. Using the sample of 531 college students (58% women) aged 18--44, they found that thin-ideal internalization mediated the link between neuroticism and body dissatisfaction, and the internalization of athletic ideals mediated the effect of neuroticism on compulsive exercise. Moreover, several prior studies have found that neuroticism is associated with higher internalization \[[@B49-ijerph-17-02416],[@B50-ijerph-17-02416],[@B56-ijerph-17-02416],[@B61-ijerph-17-02416]\]. To explain this link, Roberts and Good \[[@B50-ijerph-17-02416]\] suggest that women with increased neuroticism compare themselves to attractive people, and this comparison is more likely to result in negativity due to their emotional liability. This negative effect, which arises from the incongruity between the internalized body ideal and the actual body shape, can result in an increased drive for thinness, as has been proposed by previous studies \[[@B52-ijerph-17-02416],[@B53-ijerph-17-02416]\]. Therefore, we hypothesize that internalization may be a mechanism through which neuroticism is positively linked to the drive for thinness in women.

1.5. Research Goals {#sec1dot5-ijerph-17-02416}
-------------------

This study focuses on the drive for thinness, which is considered a risk for women's well-being. It aims to enhance our understanding of the risk factors that contribute to its development, specifically with regard to the influence of media and the role of individual factors in young women. Previous studies have shown that the media can have a negative effect on women because exposure to its content is associated with their desire to have a thin body shape \[[@B1-ijerph-17-02416],[@B5-ijerph-17-02416],[@B9-ijerph-17-02416]\]. However, these studies mainly investigated traditional media (i.e., TV, magazines) and pro-eating-disorder websites. There is a lack of research in health-oriented websites, which are currently popular. These websites display content that is associated with the drive for thinness, body dissatisfaction, and eating disturbances \[[@B4-ijerph-17-02416],[@B5-ijerph-17-02416],[@B23-ijerph-17-02416],[@B24-ijerph-17-02416]\]. Therefore, our aim is to fill this gap and bring more insight into the association between visiting health-related websites and the drive for thinness among women. Furthermore, our study aims to enrich the Tripartite Influence Model \[[@B3-ijerph-17-02416]\], which is the theoretical framework that explains eating disturbances with socio-cultural factors, by incorporating neuroticism and perceived social support as individual factors. Specifically, we test whether web content internalization mediates the effect of these factors. We propose that increased neuroticism and perceived online social support positively affects web content internalization, which in turn affects the drive for thinness. Considering that disordered eating can be related to age and Body Mass Index \[[@B62-ijerph-17-02416],[@B63-ijerph-17-02416],[@B64-ijerph-17-02416]\], we also control for both of these factors.

2. Materials and Methods {#sec2-ijerph-17-02416}
========================

2.1. Study Sample {#sec2dot1-ijerph-17-02416}
-----------------

This study uses data from a project which focused on the visitors of websites oriented toward nutrition, weight loss, and exercise. The data were collected through an online survey between May and October 2016. Participants were recruited with an invitation on 65 Czech websites, web magazines, social networking sites, blogs, and discussion forums that focused on weight loss, diet, eating habits, and exercise. The original sample comprised of 1002 respondents (81.6% women, aged 13 to 62, M = 24.8, SD = 6.9). The project was approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the University.

The current study focuses on a subsample of 445 young adult women, aged 18 to 29 (M = 23.5, SD = 3.1). Because the ideal of thinness is aimed mainly at women \[[@B1-ijerph-17-02416]\] and the drive for thinness and eating disorders are more prevalent in women \[[@B14-ijerph-17-02416]\], we focused on women in our study. Moreover, young adult women were the major part of the health-oriented website visitors in the project, and we did not have a sufficient amount of data from participants of other ages and genders. The original sample of women in the age range from 18 to 29 comprised of 632 participants. We excluded respondents based on their motivation for visiting health-oriented websites and because of missing data. We excluded women who reported that the reason for their website visits was because of the health issues of someone else (as indicated by the question *Do you visit the sites about nutrition or sports not for yourself, but mainly because you want to help with the nutrition or sport of another person (partner, child, parent, etc.)*?) (N = 37). In addition, participants with a substantial number of missing values for the key variables (N = 150) were excluded, and there were no significant age differences between our sample and excluded respondents (t = 0.37, *p* = 0.71)).

2.2. Measures {#sec2dot2-ijerph-17-02416}
-------------

### 2.2.1. Perceived Online Social Support {#sec2dot2dot1-ijerph-17-02416}

Perceived online social support was assessed using three items adapted from Graham, Papandonatos, Kang, Moreno, and Abrams \[[@B65-ijerph-17-02416]\]: *I get advice and support here that I would not get elsewhere*; *It is encouraging to know that there are other people making similar efforts (with regard to nutrition or sport)*; and *I feel that other visitors (or authors) of sites are giving me support*, with answers that ranged from 1 = Definitely does not apply to 4 = Definitely applies. A higher score indicated higher perceived support. The internal consistency was acceptable (ꙍ = 0.72, M = 2.8, SD = 0.7).

### 2.2.2. Neuroticism {#sec2dot2dot2-ijerph-17-02416}

We measured neuroticism with three items from the short 15-item Big Five Inventory \[[@B66-ijerph-17-02416]\]. The items were *I worry a lot*; *I get nervous easily*; and *I remain calm in tense situations* (reverse scored). Participants answered on a six-point scale that ranged from 1 = Does not apply to 6 = Definitely applies. A higher score indicated higher neuroticism. The internal consistency was acceptable (ꙍ = 0.67, M = 3.7, SD = 1.1).

### 2.2.3. Web Content Internalization {#sec2dot2dot3-ijerph-17-02416}

Internalization was measured using the question "To what extent do the following statements apply to you in regards to these sites?" with three items that were adapted from Cusumano and Thompson \[[@B67-ijerph-17-02416]\]: *I compare my appearance with people on these sites*; *I try to look like the people on these sites*; and *The content on these sites inspires me in how to look attractive*. Participants answered on a six-point scale that ranged from 1 = Does not apply to 6 = Definitely applies. A higher score indicated higher web content internalization. The internal consistency was satisfactory (ꙍ = 0.81, M = 2.4, SD = 0.8).

### 2.2.4. Drive for Thinness {#sec2dot2dot4-ijerph-17-02416}

The Drive for Thinness subscale from Eating Disorder Inventory-3 \[[@B68-ijerph-17-02416]\] was used. The scale consisted of seven items (e.g., *I feel extremely guilty after overeating*; *I am preoccupied with the desire to be thinner*). Participants responded on a six-point scale that ranged from 1 = Never to 6 = Always. A higher score indicated a higher drive for thinness. The internal consistency was satisfactory (ꙍ = 0.86, M = 3.4, SD = 1.2). The latent variable was constructed with the parceling approach; specifically, we made three parcels, combining low-loading and high-loading items \[[@B69-ijerph-17-02416]\]. Parcels were computed as a mean of the items.

### 2.2.5. BMI {#sec2dot2dot5-ijerph-17-02416}

Participants provided information about their current weight (in kilograms) and height (in centimeters). BMI was computed as follows: Weight (kg)/Height (m)^2^.

3. Results {#sec3-ijerph-17-02416}
==========

We examined the correlations among the variables ([Table 1](#ijerph-17-02416-t001){ref-type="table"}): perceived online social support, neuroticism, web content internalization, and the drive for thinness. The results were as expected: the drive for thinness was positively correlated with online social support (*r* = 0.11, *p* = 0.03), web content internalization (*r* = 0.51, *p* \< 0.001), and neuroticism (*r* = 0.23, *p* \< 0.001). Web content internalization was positively associated with online social support (*r* = 0.24, *p* \< 0.001) and neuroticism (*r* = 0.16, *p* \< 0.001). Additionally, the drive for thinness was positively associated with BMI (*r* = 0.20, *p* \< 0.001), but not with age (*r* = 0.02, *p* = 0.67).

To test our presumptions, Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was used with a Robust Maximum Likelihood (MLR) estimator. We used R software, and lavaan, semTools, and semPlot packages. We tested a model with indirect effects, predicting drive for thinness. We included neuroticism and online social support as predictors, the web content internalization as a mediator of the effect of neuroticism and social support, and age and BMI as controls. The model had an acceptable fit, CFI = 0.98, TLI = 0.97, RMSEA = 0.04. Results are displayed in [Figure 1](#ijerph-17-02416-f001){ref-type="fig"} and [Table 2](#ijerph-17-02416-t002){ref-type="table"}.

Perceived online social support from health-oriented websites predicted web content internalization (β = 0.28, *p* \< 0.001). Perceived online social support did not have a strong direct effect on the drive for thinness, though the effect was weak and marginally significant (β = −0.11, *p* = 0.06; CI = −0.61; 0.01). Moreover, we found a significant indirect effect for online social support on the drive for thinness via web content internalization (β = 0.16, *p* = 0.001).

Neuroticism predicted web content internalization (β = 0.24, *p* \< 0.001), and it had a direct effect on the drive for thinness (β = 0.14, *p* = 0.01). Moreover, we found a significant indirect effect for neuroticism on the drive for thinness through web content internalization (β = 0.14, *p* \< 0.001). Therefore, the link between neuroticism and the drive for thinness was partially mediated by the web content internalization. Regarding controls, BMI positively predicted the drive for thinness (β = 0.17, *p* = 0.001), but there was no association between age and the drive for thinness (β = 0.02, *p* = 0.60).

4. Discussion {#sec4-ijerph-17-02416}
=============

In our study, we examined the factors associated with the drive for thinness in young adult women who visited websites oriented toward weight loss, nutrition, and exercise. Specifically, we investigated the perceived online social support of other website visitors, the neuroticism, and the web content internalization of the body appearance standards, and their direct and indirect effects on the drive for thinness. Our objective was to investigate whether the web content internalization mediates the links among the perceived online social support, the neuroticism, and the drive for thinness. We found support for our presumption: both online support and neuroticism were positively linked with the tendency for internalization, which, in turn, increased the drive for thinness.

In our data, we found a substantial connection between internalization and the drive for thinness. Our findings are in line with the Tripartite Influence Model \[[@B3-ijerph-17-02416],[@B31-ijerph-17-02416],[@B32-ijerph-17-02416],[@B33-ijerph-17-02416]\], which suggests that body image concerns and eating disorders are affected by socio-cultural factors (e.g., media pressure, parental criticism, peer criticism) and indirectly through the internalization of the medialized body ideals. Moreover, we enriched the propositions of the Tripartite Influence Model \[[@B3-ijerph-17-02416]\] by including individual factors. This line of research was recently developed in studies that focused on perfectionism, self-esteem, depression, and anxiety \[[@B30-ijerph-17-02416],[@B31-ijerph-17-02416],[@B32-ijerph-17-02416],[@B33-ijerph-17-02416],[@B34-ijerph-17-02416],[@B70-ijerph-17-02416]\]. This focus helps to better understand the risk factors, which strengthen the tendency for internalization.

Specifically, we found that perceived support increased the drive for thinness via its reinforcement of internalization. Our findings correspond to knowledge regarding ED (eating disorders) online groups, in which perceived support was connected to a higher sense of belonging and the acceptance of thin-ideal norms \[[@B20-ijerph-17-02416],[@B22-ijerph-17-02416],[@B39-ijerph-17-02416],[@B71-ijerph-17-02416]\]. ED online groups and communities act as an important source of support that can be difficult to obtain elsewhere for individuals who struggle with ED and body image concerns \[[@B39-ijerph-17-02416],[@B41-ijerph-17-02416]\]. However, support received from these online groups can be detrimental to women's health because it endorses negative attitudes toward their bodies and promotes extremely thin body shapes as attainable standards. Haas et al. \[[@B72-ijerph-17-02416]\] examined the social support on pro-anorexia websites and discovered that visitors received support for eating restraint and reinforcement for their negative views of themselves and their bodies. Sowles et al. \[[@B73-ijerph-17-02416]\] pointed out that members of the pro-ED online community disseminate images that depict thin body shapes and promote the thin ideal by labeling them as their desired goals. Similar findings emerged from a study by Marcus \[[@B40-ijerph-17-02416]\], who found that members of a pro-anorexic community shared photos of extremely thin bodies to motivate users to maintain their diets and to outline the beauty standards of the group. In this manner, women are encouraged to adopt body appearance standards that lead to a desire for a thin body. The findings of our study suggest that these processes apply not only to ED online groups, but to health-related websites as well.

Health-oriented websites, with their opportunities for social interaction (e.g., discussion with other users about specific health-related topics, personal messages, inspiration, sharing experiences, memories, feelings), enable visitors to receive social support. The perceived social support is associated with the acceptance of group norms due to the higher subjective salience of the social group to which the individuals belong \[[@B40-ijerph-17-02416],[@B44-ijerph-17-02416],[@B47-ijerph-17-02416]\]. In line with social identity theory \[[@B44-ijerph-17-02416]\], the stronger identification with a group would result in the acceptance of group norms and, in the case of websites focusing on nutrition and fitness---these probably supported the thin and fitness-oriented images of the ideal body. Thus, though the perceived support is often seen as a positive aspect of online interaction, in these instances, it may result in negative outcomes. However, when interpreting these results, the limitations of this study should be taken into consideration. Due to the correlational nature of the data used, it was not possible to draw causal conclusions. Thus, the association between online social support and the drive for thinness may work in the opposite direction, meaning that women with a stronger drive for thinness may more often seek social support for their goals and efforts in the online space and, specifically, via health-oriented websites.

Moreover, this finding should also be compared to the results for the direct effect of support on the drive for thinness. This effect was rather weak and just marginally significant; however, it may indicate that the role of support is diverse. If we disentangle the indirect effect that positively affects the drive for thinness from the direct effect, we find that support negatively affected the drive for thinness. To interpret this finding, we should acknowledge that perceived support helps to increase overall well-being \[[@B74-ijerph-17-02416],[@B75-ijerph-17-02416],[@B76-ijerph-17-02416]\], which decreases the tendency for unhealthy and disordered eating habits \[[@B77-ijerph-17-02416],[@B78-ijerph-17-02416]\]. Thus, perceived online social support can actually function as both a risk and a protective factor. On one hand, it may contribute to the development of the drive for thinness via increased internalization. On the other hand, it may also serve as a buffer for this negative effect, probably via the increase of overall well-being, which was not included in this study. This presumption could be pursued in future examinations.

Thus, we still need to consider other factors which underlie the internalization of the web content. Our study focused on neuroticism, which showed to be positively linked to the drive for thinness and also had an indirect effect via internalization. Therefore, the effect of neuroticism on women's drive for thinness was partially mediated by the internalization of the body appearance standards displayed on health-oriented websites. In line with prior studies \[[@B49-ijerph-17-02416],[@B50-ijerph-17-02416],[@B52-ijerph-17-02416],[@B53-ijerph-17-02416],[@B56-ijerph-17-02416],[@B61-ijerph-17-02416]\], our findings showed that people with heightened neuroticism are more prone to accepting the norms, and, probably because of the increased tendency for social comparison, tend more to strive to be thin.

However, besides the mediated effect, we also found a direct positive link to the drive for thinness. This suggests that increased internalization is not the only mechanism through which people with neurotic traits can be more at risk. However, considering that we found support for the tendency for heightened internalization from the websites, and upon the propositions of the Tripartite Influence Model \[[@B3-ijerph-17-02416]\], we could expect that the mechanism could be similar in relation to parental and peer norms, which have not been measured in this study. This poses one of the limitations for our study.

Concerning other limitations, it should be stressed that we used cross-sectional correlational data based on a sample that was self-selected through health-oriented websites. Thus, though we examined the proposed model for the mechanisms to increase the drive for thinness, the research design complicates drawing causal conclusions. Future research should implement a longitudinal research design to make more reliable causal conclusions and to capture potential reciprocal associations. Moreover, we were not able to control for the effects of additional variables on the drive for thinness. These are factors (e.g., body dissatisfaction) \[[@B79-ijerph-17-02416]\] that are related to the drive for thinness and disordered eating, and it would be appropriate to control for their effects to obtain more accurate results. Furthermore, we do not have information about the specific content that respondents encountered. It would be useful to incorporate objective measures and directly observe the effects of participants' exposure to online content. Finally, although the thin ideal displayed in the media and the related drive for thinness is more prominent in women \[[@B1-ijerph-17-02416]\], future research could focus on men, their internalization of the body appearance norms, and their motivations for body change.

In the current study, our aim was to propound a model that comprises of the individual factors that affect women's drive for thinness. Based on our findings, we can formulate several implications. According to the theory and the available data, we propose the following processes: online social support from the visitors of health-oriented websites and neuroticism affect the drive for thinness, and these links are mediated by the internalization of body appearance standards. Thus, alongside previous research in this area \[[@B1-ijerph-17-02416],[@B8-ijerph-17-02416],[@B15-ijerph-17-02416],[@B35-ijerph-17-02416],[@B36-ijerph-17-02416]\], our study supported the predictive role of internalization in the drive for thinness among women. Specifically, our study provided insight into the internalization of the content of health-oriented websites, which had not been sufficiently investigated and had not been taken into account in relation to women's drive for thinness. Our results imply that it is crucial to acknowledge health-oriented websites and their potential impact on women, especially in the context of the internalization of body appearance norms. Health-oriented websites, which are not generally acknowledged as harmful to women's body image, can be a significant source of body appearance norms and subsequent body image concerns \[[@B18-ijerph-17-02416]\]. As was discovered in the current study, women internalize body ideals from health-oriented websites and this, in turn, increases their drive for thinness. This connection should be actively acknowledged by health-care professionals. It is important for professionals to ask their clients who have ED-related problems about their technology usage and to provide them with space to talk about it \[[@B80-ijerph-17-02416]\]. Thus, in the context of the current study, health-care professional should discuss with clients who are struggling with EDs their usage of health-oriented websites, specifically with a focus on their exposure to the thin- or fitness-ideal content.

We also showed that both online support and neuroticism present risk factors because they can increase the tendency for internalization and, in turn, increase the drive for thinness. Therefore, it is important to be aware of the possible negative effect that online social support may have on women and to address it when preventing or reducing the drive for thinness. However, the findings of this study showed that online social support can function both as a risk and a protective factor. Thus, when discussing the use of health-oriented websites with ED clients, it is important to disentangle the different forms of social support that women receive from the visitors of these platforms. In addition, neurotic individuals experience higher levels of negative emotions and stress, which makes them more susceptible \[[@B52-ijerph-17-02416],[@B53-ijerph-17-02416]\]. Based on our results, we suggest that preventive health programs, intervention, individual psychotherapy, counseling, and other health policies can be focused on the reduction of the negative emotions and stress in women. These can also help the reduction of the internalization of the body appearance standards promoted on health-oriented websites.

5. Conclusions {#sec5-ijerph-17-02416}
==============

This study focused on the factors associated with the drive for thinness in young adult women who visited weight loss, nutrition, and exercise websites. These platforms are currently of high use, yet they have not been sufficiently studied in relation to eating disturbances. We examined the direct and indirect effects of perceived online social support from fellow website visitors, neuroticism, and the web content internalization of the body appearance standards on the drive for thinness. Our findings supported the predictive role of web content internalization on the drive for thinness in women. Moreover, we showed that the perceived online support from the health-oriented websites and neuroticism can pose risk factors because they are associated with a higher tendency for internalization and, in turn, with a stronger drive for thinness. Our results indicate that it is crucial to acknowledge health-oriented websites and their potential impact on women and their drive for thinness, especially in the context of the internalization of body appearance standards. We also discuss the role of social support, and its double role of risk and protection. Our findings can be used to establish prevention and intervention efforts to help individuals who struggle with body image and eating disturbances.
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###### 

Correlations among variables.

  Examined Variables   Drive for Thinness   Online Support   Neuroticism   Internalization   BMI       Age
  -------------------- -------------------- ---------------- ------------- ----------------- --------- -----
  Drive for thinness                                                                                   
  Online support       0.11 \*                                                                         
  Neuroticism          0.23 \*              −0.01                                                      
  Internalization      0.51 \*              0.24 \*          0.16 \*                                   
  BMI                  0.20 \*              0.07             0.10 \*       0.02                        
  Age                  0.02                 0.002            −0.04         −0.05             0.15 \*   

Note: \* designates *p* \< 0.05.
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###### 

Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) predicting the drive for thinness and web content internalization.

  Drive for Thinness                                b       SE        *p*       β              CI
  --------------------------------- --------------- ------- --------- --------- -------------- ---------------
  BMI                                               0.05    0.01      0.001     0.17           (0.03; 0.07)
  Age                                               0.008   0.02      0.60      0.02           (−0.03; 0.05)
  Web content internalization                       0.77    0.09      \<0.001   0.58           (0.59; 0.95)
  Online social support             Direct effect   −0.30   0.16      0.06      −0.11          (−0.61; 0.01)
  Indirect effect                   0.44            0.13    0.001     0.16      (0.19; 0.69)   
  Neuroticism                       Direct effect   0.14    0.06      0.01      0.14           (0.02; 0.26)
  Indirect effect                   0.14            0.04    \<0.001   0.14      (0.06; 0.22)   
  **Web content internalization**                   **b**   **SE**    ***p***   **β**          **CI**
  Online social support                             0.57    0.16      \<0.001   0.28           (0.26; 0.88)
  Neuroticism                                       0.18    0.05      \<0.001   0.24           (0.08; 0.28)
